A comparison of Medicaid reimbursement for non-definitive pediatric dental treatment in the emergency room versus periodic preventive care.
This study compared the expenditure by the state Medicaid program for episodic, nondefinitive care provided through the emergency room (ER) of a children's hospital with the cost to Medicaid of covering that same child with the recommended preventive service calculated on the fee schedule of the state dental Medicaid program. Records of patients discharged from the ER during 1996-1998 who had a payor source of Medicaid were reviewed and the reimbursement amount determined. This was compared to an estimate of preventive services which would have been reimbursed by Medicaid for each child. During 1996-1998, 97 patients made 102 visits to the ER. Of these, 9 were admitted to the hospital for treatment. The reimbursement amounts for patients admitted to the hospital were ten times greater than the anticipated amount for preventive care. The reimbursement amounts for preventive services was approximately three times more costly than outpatient treatment in the ER for symptoms related to dental caries. Greater expenditures by the state Medicaid program for treatment in the ER as compared to the cost to Medicaid for providing routine, preventive care depended on whether the child was treated as an inpatient or outpatient.